
Winning letter: Elizabeth Paterson International Student of the Year Award 2005 

Mika Oshige - Japan 
University of Victoria 

Dear Nao, 

It's been already six years since I began studying in Canada. Do you remember that I came here 
to study English to become an interpreter? Who could have imagined that I would pursue a 
graduate program in educational psychology? Life is a mystery. 

At first, the different cultural practices and value system frustrated me. Everything is opposite 
here. The roads, the grammar, and the manners! Surprisingly, men, even strangers, hold a door 
for you when you walk through it. It took me awhile to figure out how Canadian cultural system 
works without thinking these men like me! 

I cannot discuss my personal and intellectual growth without recognizing cultural awareness that 
emerged through living in Canada. When I came here, I felt like a baby. There was a big gap 
between my knowledge and expressive ability. But this discrepancy led me to truly understand 
what it's like to be a minority both ethnically and cognitively - disabilities like learning 
disability and language disorders. As a psychology student, my disadvantage turned into my 
advantage. I can empathize with those people's struggles, which has also added depth in my 
person-hood. 

My linguistic discrepancy also made me aware of cultural differences. I didn't realize how much 
my native cultural values were intertwined with my belief and governed my behaviour until I left 
the country. Objectively and subjectively observing both cultures, I am now able to perceive 
phenomena from two different systems simultaneously and contribute to class discussions, 
bringing new perspectives into the topics. In Canada, this 'creative' perspective is appreciated. 
Because of my unique experiences, I became interested in studying how cultural, societal belief 
systems influence human social development. I believe that deciphering cultural mechanisms 
will contribute to further understanding of human behaviour. 

Although I still feel scared to publicly share my opinions, as this is against my traditional culture, 
this Canadian academic experience not only led me to grow as a person but also gave me 
personal success. In the end, my original goal of becoming an interpreter took a different form. 
It's an interpreter of human minds, rather than human languages. 



Mika Oshige 




Honorable Mention: Elizabeth Paterson International Student of the Year Awards 2005 

Mahboubeh Asgari - Iran 
Simon Fraser University 

Dear Mom, 

It is over three years since I have moved to Canada. I remember the day I decided to pursue my 
studies and apply for a Masters in Education. As a teacher in Iran for eight years, I had come to 
realize that I needed to upgrade my knowledge and expose myself to more, bigger, and better 
educational experiences. I got admission from Simon Fraser University, moved to Vancouver, 
this beautiful city, and started my new life over here. Since then, I have gone through a long 
journey, Mom; a challenging but at the same time an enlightening journey. Being in a new 
environment culturally and academically, facing all the challenges in the first couple of months 
in the program, oh, I was about to give up. I had to understand all the new things around me - the 
standards, the expectations, the different norms, the academic culture, the language - and all 
these were frightening. But I did not give up. I talked about my challenges and fears with my 
peers and my supervisor at school. They were extremely nice and welcoming; and you know 
because Canada is a multicultural country, some of them were also from other countries and had 
gone through the same challenges. They shared their experiences with me, and that helped me a 
lot. 

Mom, remember I was worried about my financial status? I talked to my supervisor; he described 
his research project and told me I could be his research assistant if I was interested. I also applied 
for tutor marking and got that job too! I was so happy to see I was being treated equally as 
others. I was not like a foreigner to them and soon I felt I belong to this community. 

I enjoy living in this peaceful place; I have a lot of friends from different cultures, we celebrate 
many New Year events together all in the same year! When it comes to food, you never run out 
of options. By the way, did I say I found some Iranian grocery shops here? Yes, I can make 
Iranian food over here. 

Now some good news; I defended my Master's thesis last June successfully. During the 
graduation ceremony, all the graduates walked around the campus; it was a beautiful day. Right 
above the Academic Quadrangle stairs, across the Terry Fox statue, we all stopped. The pipers 
were playing - what a joyful moment; the moment that I thought of you, I could feel your 
presence there, and I could see how happy and proud you were. I dedicated my thesis to you, 
Mom. Now, I am doing my Ph.D. 

May your soul rest in peace ... I miss you so much. 

Hugs, 



Mahboubeh 
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Lan Anh Thi Ha - Vietnam 
Trent University 

Dear Mom, 

Looking at the snow sprinkling outside the window of my attic room reminds me of the spring 
rain and the ardent smell of tropical earth in Vietnam. Our festive new year Tet is approaching in 
two weeks... Everyone must be very excited, eh? 

My buddy Michael has this philosophy "Your home is where you hang your hat". Canada to me 
was all about: snow, hockey, fast people and fast-food. I longed for your "slow" fresh dishes and 
eating dinner with our family from one tray of food. I told myself: hanging your hat is not that 
simple! 

My first impression fades away as my calendar started to be filled up with karate and modern 
dance practice, potlucks and study groups. Winter here is harsh for your tropical daughter. 
However, I had a fantastic time with friends learning survival skills, things like: How to choose 
the right boot that can both keep you warm and able to walk on snow. 

More importantly ... I discovered my true passion. . . I dreamt to study politics or journalism to 
become a diplomat. My university has so much more to offer. I satisfy my learning curiosity by 
discovering a whole range of courses from economics, development studies to native studies. 
Yesterday I finally declared my double major: International Development Studies. 180 degrees... 
my life has changed! 

Mom, this year I was elected Vice Chair of the International Student Association. I have 
organized the Student Leadership Retreat and the World Affairs Colloquium Series featuring 
speakers on political and social issues. My part time job is general coordinator of the Women's 
Centre. We just did a bake sale for Tsunami victims and organized Ontario Women's 
Conference. I am glad my energy has the opportunity to be harnessed here. 

You were worried to let me go to Canada because I was a young adventurous woman. I learnt 
this saying in Spanish: "Quien no se aventura, no pasa la mar" - Without adventure you will now 
know how the sea is like. 

Studying in Canada challenges me to think of my values, identity and passion. It has become a 
precious experience in my journey of personal growth. So mom, dont worry! 

With love, 



Lan Anh Thi Ha 
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Nayeli Urquiza Haas - Mexico 
Dalhousie University 

Dear Mom, 

My legs were shaking the first time I walked into King's College, my new university in Canada. 
That day was so uncertain that I decided to get courage by focusing on my passion for journalism 
and its power to build bridges of understanding between people. 

I used my passion as a flashlight for walking my first steps into this "new world." I figured that 
since you put so much effort in this endeavor, it must be because you believe my passion is 
strong enough to help me overcome any fear. 

Talking was my first fear. I realized the hardships immigrants go through when they loose this 
fundamental vehicle to escape loneliness. It's hard to be part of a community when a person's 
thoughts stumble when externalizing them. 

The rhythm and voice tones that come so naturally in one's own language become plagued with 
scratchy sounds like in a radio signal. What I heard was not me. My identity had been crushed by 
that lack of self-recognition when speaking in English. 

But my crisis helped me value more the power of words and the right to speak out. 

Since the image I had of Canada did not include beaten or murdered reporters, I didn't think 
journalists here had anything to worry about. 

I used to think it was easy for Canadian journalists to talk so passionately about freedom of 
speech because they didn't confront the practices that shred that ideal into pieces. Mexicans have 
seen that although our country's party dictatorship ended five years ago, many journalists have 
died because of the entrenched corruption in the judicial system. 

However, learning about Canadian media has made me realize that even in one of the safest and 
most democratic societies; freedom of speech needs to be guarded against a single voice forcing 
the rest of the choir to sing the same tune, regardless of its political, economic or physical power. 

My commitment is to be a journalist who understands the responsibility to defend freedom of 
expression. I will keep this ideal in my suitcase, to whichever country I may go. 



Nayeli Urquiza Haas 
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Thao Van Ho - Vietnam 
Malaspina University College 

Mom, Dad! 

Guess what? It has been two years now since I left home now. I feel so different. Do you 
remember the time I cried with you that I would never want to leave family, friends for a new 
country, which has completely different culture; that people would stare at my brown skin and 
black hair? I even told you to kill me if you really wanted me to leave. However, I still left 
because of your wishes. You thought life would be easy for me here; and I would have a better 
education and a "bright future". You would never imagine how much I cried every night for the 
first 6 months when I tried to think about my "bright future": nobody understood my language so 
there was no friends; nobody cared when I was sick; and I felt myself as a financial burden for 
family because of my schooling expenses. 

Regularly, I found myself interested in volunteering at school, in the community instead of 
thinking about what were different from home and Canada. I decided to turn this adventure into 
long-life experience. I found most of the chances to help new international students so they could 
overcome the homesickness and enjoy life in Malaspina University-College and in this beautiful 
harbour city of Vancouver Mid-Island-Nanaimo. Many of those new students now are my 
friends. 

Also, the staff at International Student Service always open their warm hearts and appreciate 
students like me regardless our nationalities. They make me feel that I've found my second 
community. Moreover, when I started my program in Early Childhood Education and Care, I 
thanked you more than ever. I've learned new philosophies, new educational style in class and 
on the field, which our country education system is far to follow. I've found myself to be 
responsible on bringing that knowledge back to Vietnam and hope I could give children there 
"bright future," too. 

Now, I know why you wanted me to come to Canada. Thank you! 
Miss and love, 



Van Ho 
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Eu Ken Kong - Singapore 
University of British Columbia 

Dear Fongtian, 

Entry back into schooling life was unsettling initially. My 2 year stint in military service had 
dulled my academic abilities, and it was not helping that I was suddenly immersed in a foreign 
country with an avalanche of administrative matters to settle, school work to deal with and no 
one to lean on for support. The most dreadful part was the loneliness I had to confront every 
night in bed, no kith or kin to turn to for comfort. But life as an international student was just 
beginning. 

Every morning I woke up late for class, unable to adjust to the time here. I was shy, afraid that 
people will mock at me when they hear my accent. During class, I would sit by myself in the 
back, furiously copying notes, hoping that no one would notice me, for that would mean I had to 
open my mouth to speak. It was terrifying. Even when I was in doubt, I kept quiet. Rather be 
ignorant than to be embarrassed. I was also guarded about myself, unwilling to open up, fearing 
rejection and ostracism. 

Slowly, I adjusted. There were really nice people who took note of my fear and tried to engage 
me in their conversation. They went out of their way to take me around, introduce me to their 
friends, removing the veil of fear that I hid behind. No longer was I tense and tight-lipped. I 
began to loosen up and trust in them. They became my friends. 

Fast forward to 5 months later, I'm cheerful, have a bunch of friends to hang out with, and my 
days are packed to the brim with activities. I don't feel alone anymore. The best part is that I've 
gained so much confidence in myself by rebuilding my life from nothing when I just landed to 
what I am today. I also have many new friends, from international students to local Canadians. 
This has convinced me that my choice in overseas tertiary education was right. Finally I am 
starting to realize my goals of overseas education: to rediscover myself. 

Sincerely, 



Eu Ken Kong 
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Valentyna Kushnarenko - Ukraine 
University of Toronto 

My Dear Viktor, 

My best congratulations on the eve of the Yushchenko's inauguration. I am hopeful that he will 
bring democratic changes to Ukraine. During the Orange Revolution in December support was 
everywhere and Canadians were almost the first who send warm clothing to the Independence 
Square. I learn so much, not only from the everyday life, but at lectures of world known 
professors, my research advisor, and colleagues across the country in CSSE. The western culture 
of research brings fresh and original ideas to my dissertation. Canada teaches me critical thinking 
and optimistic new cultural values. I value the achievements of others, wait for a bus in the line, 
learn not to annoy other people describing my real day when people ask me "How are you?" 
English is sometimes confusing but much stronger and shorter than Ukrainian. My diet is 
changing ... instead of hot borshch every day we are getting accustomed to cold multi-layered 
sandwiches that stretch my mouth. What strike my eyes are the public boxes for "sorting the 
garbage". It is called recycling. 

Here it is colder than home and there is wind. My dear friend Virginia brought back Christmas 
turkey from her family dinner and I with kids fixed an excellent dinner. Canadian students are so 
open and supportive. The University of Toronto international student community feels care and 
professional encouragement from the Canadian colleagues. The ideas and values that Canadians 
seed in minds of international students, the rainbow of multicultural perspectives, touch every 
single personality in this country. 

I thank you, Viktor, for this opportunity for me and kids to evaluate the world through Canadian 
eyes, and still value what we have at home. The boys struggle with school and the social 
environment, but the first taste of freedom is never sweet. Our family separation is a difficult test 
for you and us but I can never forget this experience of value and friendship, honesty and 
professional development. Coming home I will make a difference in our lives. 

As always, I hold you in my arms next to my heart, 



Valentyna Kushnarenko 
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Leon Mwotia - Kenya 
McGill University 

Mr. Njuguna, 

I've enjoyed my past year in Canada incredibly. There are two main differences between this 
country and ours: acceptance of differences and opportunity, to pursue your dreams. I think the 
two are intricately linked, if I accept someone for who he is; then I respect his right to pursue his 
dreams unencumbered. Every day in Canada is a learning experience for me, learning about 
tolerance, and about not just respecting, but celebrating differences. Being at McGill has exposed 
me to some of the greatest minds, and if I could put a theme on my Canadian experience it would 
be this: challenging closely held ideas. 

As you know, I always had a strong interest in politics. Coming to Canada allowed me to pursue 
these interests so much more, through student government. Em now sitting on student council 
and have plans to run for the presidency. Why do I feel confident enough to run for this 
executive position? It's because I feel comfortable, the people, the city, they make me feel like I 
can try anything. Canada allows you to set up your comfort zone fairly quickly because it is built 
on the tenets of self-respect which in turn leads to respect for others. 

One of my most gratifying experiences in Canada was helping other international students settle 
in, through the Buddy program run by my university. It gave me an eerie feeling of deja vu to 
watch students arrive slightly scared, and excited, it was my pleasure to watch them settle in. I 
made friends from Moldova, Bermuda, Turkey (just to name a few); there were people from 
places I had never heard of. This exposure to many different cultures really defined my 
experience here. 

What I love about this community is that I feel the urge to not just fulfill my ambitions, but to 
exceed them. Canada has provided me a wonderful and safe university experience; I see now 
why so many people do not wish to leave. Well, here's hoping that this letter finds you in good 
health, kaa vizuri, 



Leon Mwotia 
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Chun-Hsiao (Darren) Wang - Taiwan 
University of Manitoba 

Dear Grandma: 

Sorry again that I could not be there by your side for your 85th birthday. The rosy energy 
flowing over the sky is an answer to your nightly prayers, and I love to share my Canadian 
experiences with you from poetizing inner feelings as you taught me: "use expressions belonging 
to the stars, not the ground" ~ 

One Pot of Appreciation 

Winds take me back to the familiar set, director said "action, take one" 
Stranger stepping into strange land, as an actor I don't have a script 
Emotional graph, sense of home jumped as time moved horizontally 
Fogs released from the pot, tears lost resistance, drop! 
Follow airflow, journey revisiting ticket in hand 
Arrival time introduced me, no departure time to erase me 
Wide-open space deep in my soul, to stay, to brand 
New family's delicious meals can't stop laughter, occupy into another long chat 
Through window, blinking stars strengthen the newborn student 
Hand-shakes, tight hugs on the hallway scene 
Night before the due-day rise, dining table's grammar errors battlefield 
Heart too full to sorrow, new family, friends and country to give credit 
Empty fridge cry out exam weeks, friends delivering home-cooking remind me to study hard for 

good marks 

Living-room, on and on, friends complain of no hockey life, I understand 
Turkey slices next to sweet potatoes, bit dry but yet full of attractiveness 
Once strange landscape now living my veins, maple smell on my skin 
Friends, I am proud of have a second childhood here lingering with you 
Ignore the weather reports; this pot of appreciation is my winter coat 
Cheer for the past, too much sweetness I can only have one cup 
Independence, Precious lessons, and most importantly, Deeper Insight into 
who I am, what I want to do highlighted this ongoing trip 

Different flavors melt into one pot, across distance, tonight, still that little baby crawls into your 
soft arms, to tell you how grateful I am to enjoy with you, this pot of appreciation and 
achievement, and the warm sensation slicking the palm of your hands, to show you this beautiful 
country. 



Chun-Hsiao (Darren) Wang 



